62                THE   TIME   OF   MY   LIFE
No callers came to the house, yet he was by nature convivial
and hungered for friendship or perhaps companionship. This was
indicated by his attitude towards me, an unpromising stranger.
I was, however, an attentive listener.
During the cycles of his convalescence he drank nothing
stronger than coffee, but this was no adequate substitute for the
potent draught his system craved. Upon recovering from the
inevitable hangover he immediately began suffering increasingly
frequent moments of deep abstraction alternating with unrest.
He would then stare blankly into the fire or through a window,
or at an unopened book, then pace the floor, romp with the dogs,
start a game of solitaire or play the piano. The ever-present
conflict between desire and self-denial, in which he knew desire
would win, was nearing a crisis, giving him a dread of being
alone, but no great wish to talk. Sometimes we would walk the
streets until long after midnight without speaking.
Desire always did win, usually with a glass of sherry before
dinner, one or more highballs later. Within a week he was drinking
his whisky straight at the rate of a quart every night. To remon-
strate was useless, as he had no delusions in respect to the result.
"Like our ancient friend Euripides," he explained, "I know
full well the evils I invite, but my inclination gets the better of
my judgment."
In some respects Dr. Moffett was then at his best, loquacious,
informative, tolerant even of the intolerance that had estranged
him from his profession. But there was a wistfulness in his manner
when he talked of Boston and New York which neither time nor
self-sufficiency could compensate.
"When they forced me to abandon surgery," he remarked one
night, "they served both me and society better than they intended*.
Half the operations I performed, half the operations any of us
performed, were unnecessary or ineffective except to prolong lives
already doomed.
"My work now is not destructive, but reconstructive," he
continued, "Voltaire said that to preserve a man alive in the midst
of so many chances and hostilities is as great a miracle as to
create him. Every doctor does that But thanks to the purblind
ethics of my former colleagues, I render a hundredfold greater
service. I cure the secret blight that rots a man's body, corrodes
ids soul and taints unborn generations."
He filled Jbis glass and drained it at a single gulp, then settled